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MARY ELLEN MARK’S INDIAN CIRCUS PHOTOGRAPHS TO BE IN THE 
SPOTLIGHT AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

(Cleveland, OH) About 20 black-and-white platinum prints by photographer Mary Ellen Mark 
will appear in the exhibition Mary Ellen Mark Photographs: Indian Circus, November 8, 
1996 to January 16, 1997, at the Cleveland Museum of Art. The exhibition is coordinated with a 
museum-wide fall celebration of the arts and culture of India. 

Bom in Philadelphia in 1940, Mary Ellen Mark began a distinguished career as a photo- 
journalist with a year-long Fullbright Scholarship to photograph in Turkey in 1965-66. She be- 
came a member of the prestigious, Paris-based Magnum cooperative photo agency in 1 966 and 
has subsequently published numerous books and won many grants and journalism awards on the 
way to becoming one of the most important photographers of her generation. Her preferred 
working method, established during her year in Turkey, has been to devote herself intensely to a 
single project, immersing herself deeply in the community she is photographing in order to 
achieve a profound understanding to express through her work. 

According to Ms. Mark: 

I fell in love with the Indian circus at the same time that I fell in love 
with India. It was in 1969, my first trip there. I was in Bombay with a friend and 
we went to see a circus at Church Gate. I knew that one day I must return to 
India and devote a long period of time to photographing the circuses there. 

Finally, in 1989, 1 was able to fulfill this dream. 

In 1989, she spent six months photographing circuses in India. The result of this effort 
was published in 1993 as a 108-page book, Indian Circus, drawing from that extended project 
(made possible largely through grants from Eastman Kodak and the National Endowment for the 
Arts) and from her previous intermittent excursions to India. The Cleveland Museum exhibition 
Indian Circus selects about 20 images from the 70 that appeared in the book (all from 1989-90). 
The luminous platinum prints are in two formats, roughly 19 inches square, and 19 by 13, re- 
flecting her use of 35 mm and 6 x 6 cm film negatives. They have been lent for this exhibition 
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by Mary Ellen Mark herself. 

The settings of these photographs are almost exclusively behind-the scenes. Of the book’s 70 
illustrations, one portrays a crowd outside, and one other an actual performance. The rest depict the cir- 
cus members as people, rehearsing, washing, resting, caring for one another. It is an exhausting life of 
three performances a day, practice in between, and not much rest — but it also represents a world of op- 
portunity, especially for children, mostly girls. As author John Irving says in the preface to the book, 
“for many of them, the alternative to this life would have been begging (or starving) or prostitution.” 
The photographer understands this social reality and her compassion warms the sometimes unsettling 
honesty of her photographs. 


Ms. Mark provides the best explanation of the magical appeal of the subject; 


For me the Indian circuses were reminiscent of a purity of days gone by, an innocence 
impossible to find in Western culture... Each circus clings to a simpler, older way of life, 
but the circuses, which were introduced from Europe in the 1880s, are disappearing 
quickly. Many of the owners finally decided this project might help their cause, but 
some were afraid they would be portrayed negatively. [We had to] convince them that it 
was important for us to document the Indian circus and give it the credit as an art form 
that it deserves. Photographing the Indian circus was one of the most beautiful, joyous, 
and special times of my career. It was full of ironies, often humorous and sometimes 
sad, beautiful and ugly, loving and at times cmel, but always human. The Indian circus 
is a metaphor for everything that has always fascinated me visually. 


Tom E. Hinson, the museum’s curator of contemporary art and photography, “long an avid ad- 
mirer of this series,” organized the exhibition, which is free and open to the public. 


Related programs on the theme of Indian art and culture include the exhibition Dance of the Gods: 
Indian Art Inspired by Music, a November film series. Hooray for Bollywood, featuring popular re- 
cent movies from Bombay, a day long Indian Arts Festival on November 2, plus lectures, gallery talks, 
and hands-on art activities. 


# # # 


Note: A press release on the film series is included in this mailing; a release about other related pro- 
grams was mailed in mid-September and is still available through Denise Horstman in the communica- 
tions office (216/421-7340, ext. 262). 



